Mechanisms of Alcohol Damage In Utero (Ciba Foundation Symposium 105) R Porter et al. (ed) pp 296 £26.50 ISBN 0-272-79774-X London: Pitman 1984 Several hundred cases of mental defect with characteristic craniofacial malformation, associated with maternal consumption of alcohol during pregnancy, have now been reported. In addition, there is evidence of an increased incidence of spontaneous abortion and of children with mild mental handicap, hyperkinesis and impaired concentration (amounting to, perhaps, 8% of all mild mental retardation) associated with alcohol consumption in the mother.
Clear evidence is presented for the teratogenic properties of ethanol in the lower animals, including the monkey. In the latter instance a characteristic craniofacial malformation has been produced. Histological changes in the hippocampus of the rat and in the auditory pathways of chick embryos may be relevant to the intellectual and behavioural handicaps associated with the fetal alcohol syndrome.
Of more general interest is the demonstration of the action of ethanol on opiate receptors in neural cells in tissue culture. The pattern of inhibition of receptor binding followed by an adaptive increase in the number of opiate binding sites offers an important model for the study of acute intoxication, tolerance and withdrawal.
When rat embryos are cultured in the serum of human alcohol drinkers the embryos show a significant increase in neural tube defects, a strong indication that ethanol per se is teratogenic and does not exert its effects by way of acetaldehyde.
This volume should be of interest to anyone concerned with the action of alcohol on the central nervous system and as such deserves a place in hospital libraries. The association of heart problems with rheumatic disease has fascinated doctors for centuries and although the relationship has sometimes been fairly obvious, as with rheumatic fever, it has on other occasions been less clear -for example the aortic lesion with ankylosing spondylitis. Therefore a book such as this which sets out to examine these interrelationships in depth is very welcome.
Systemic hypertension in scleroderma, systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE), rheumatoid arthritis, polyarteritis and gout is thoroughly examined, and helpfully there is a section on interactions of analgesic and antihypertensive medicines, and on analgesic nephropathy. There are good chapters on the mitral valve and the aortic valve and the account of mitral valve prolapse will certainly be useful for general physicians.
The anatomy and histology of the conducting system in several rheumatic disorders is excellently presented, together with detailed comments on the curious association of maternal SLE with congenital heart block. It was a good idea to have a section on coronary vasculitis where the mucocutaneous syndrome of Kawasaki is described as well as the better known vasculitides, such as polyarteritis nodosa and Takayasu's disease.
The vast problem of rheumatic fever in Third World countries is examined and the difficulties in prevention discussed. There is a short and good chapter on diagnostic techniques in heart disease, with an interesting figure showing asymptomatic complete heart block discovered on a 24-hour ambulatory ECG recording in a case of systemic sclerosis.
I think it was a mistake to include so much pure cardiology in this book. Although the chapter is very well written, it seems out of place to have 24 pages on pulmonary hypertension in mitral valve disease, and most readers will not require to be told, in another chapter, that 'diastolic flow across the stenotic mitral orifice can be appreciated as a low pitched rumbling murmur best heard at the cardiac apex'. Editorial judgment and blue pencil are in question here. This is a very useful monograph which should be in all medical school and postgraduate libraries and which rheumatologists and cardiologists will find good reading. The recent increase in hospice-type literature has led to a gross surplus of relevant information that paradoxically can encourage continuing neglect. Yet Bonica's work shows, in the words of Robert Twycross, that 'in ten of the most important English text books and monographs on cancer, less than 20 pages out of a total of over 9000 pages are devoted to the treatment of cancer pain'. This small volume succeeds brilliantly in remedying this deficiency.
Four of the authors are hospice people, but five are not. This mix adds to the sane balance of the book. Sylvia Lacks' chapter on 'Total Pain' is
